Reading Comprehension Instruction for At-Risk Students:

Research-Based Practices That Make a Difference

Authors:
James Flood, San Diego State University, San Diego CA


Diane Lapp, San Diego State University, San Diego CA

Reference:
Journal of Reading, 33(7), 490-496.  (April 90)

Target Student:
Middle and High School students

Target Skill:
Reading (Comprehension)

The Competent/Strategic Reader

· Before reading, the strategic reader:

· Previews the text by looking at the title, the pictures, and the print in order to evoke relevant thoughts and memories.

· Builds background by activating appropriate prior knowledge through self-questioning about what he/she already knows about the topic (or story), the vocabulary and the form in which the topic (or story) is presented.

· Sets purposes for reading by asking questions about what he/she wants to learn (know) during the reading episode.

· During reading, the strategic reader:

· Checks understanding of the text by paraphrasing the author’s words.

· Monitors comprehension by using context clues to figure out unknown words and by imaging, imagining, inferencing, and predicting.

· Integrates new concepts with existing knowledge, continually revising purposes for reading.

· After reading, the strategic reader:

· Summarizes what has been read by retelling the plot of the story or the main idea of the text.

· Evaluates the ideas contained in the text.

· Makes applications of the ideas in the text to unique situations, extending the ideas to broader perspectives.

Seven Practices that Help At-Risk Students Develop Comprehension Abilities

1. Preparing for Reading Practices

· Prereading Plan (PreP)

· Initial Association Stage – Teacher selects a word, phrase, or picture about the key concept in the text and initiates a discussion to induce concept-related associations (e.g. “What comes to mind when you hear the words ‘Revolutionary War’?”).

· Reflections about Initial Associations Stage – Teacher asks students to explain their associations (e.g. “Why do those ideas come to mind?”).  The social context of this activity advances students’ understanding – they expand or revise their knowledge by listening to and interacting with their peers.

· Reformulation of Knowledge Stage – Teacher asks students whether they have gained any new information about the topic through their discussion.  Students’ knowledge is typically expanded and their responses change from remotely related personal experiences to an understanding of relations between pieces of knowledge.

· Previewing Text (Motivation)

· Students listen to a lengthy preview of an assigned text.

· Teacher activates prior personal experiences that are relevant to the text.

· Teacher builds necessary background knowledge for the text.

· Teacher establishes an organizational framework for the text that is consistent with the framework the author used to present information.

2. Reciprocal Teaching Practices

· Students take turns assuming the role of the teacher through a structured dialogue.

· Teacher models four distinct comprehension strategies and the students have opportunities to practice these strategies.

· Students are asked to:

· summarize in a simple sentence the paragraph that was read

· generate a question about the paragraph to ask a fellow student

· ask for clarity (or resolution) of anything in the text that was unclear

· make a prediction about what will happen next in the text

· Teacher support (modeling) is withdrawn gradually as students exhibit their ability to perform the task independently.  

· Reciprocal teaching is highly dependent upon student-teacher discussions.  It is through discussion that the teacher learns what is in the students’ minds, and thereby can restructure the situation to aid the student’s in understanding.

3. Understanding and Using Knowledge of Text Structure Practices

· Narrative Texts – Instruction in narrative structure positively affects student reading.  Students benefit considerably from direct instruction in text organization, specifically in story grammars.

· Information/Expository Texts – Students’ consistent use of their knowledge of the structures that underlie expository texts enhances recall and comprehension.  At-risk students particularly benefit from instruction in text structure because it becomes a useful aid when the content is unfamiliar.

4. Questioning Practices

· Question/Answer Relationships (QARs) – Four types include:

· Text-based QARs 1 – The answers are “right there,” explicitly stated in the text.

· Text-based QARs 2 – The student has to “think and search” for relevant information throughout the text.

· Knowledge-based QARs 1 – The student has to read the text to understand the question, but the answer is not in the text.

· Knowledge-based QARs 2 – The student can answer the question without reading the text.

· In the beginning stage of this process, the teacher accepts total responsibility for the five key elements of the activity.

· assigning the text

· generating the questions

· providing answers

· identifying the QAR

· providing a justification for the QAR identified

· Eventually, control is released to the student after guided practice is offered.

5. Information Processing Practices

· KWL Strategy:  What we know, what we want to find out, what we learned or still need to learn.

· Show students how to use the KWL guide/worksheet.

· Ask “How do you know that?” which reminds the student to seek evidence from the text or from previous knowledge.

· This procedure is intended to activate, review, and develop background knowledge and to set useful purposes that will enable the student to be an active, independent learner.

· Concept-Task-Application (C-T-A)

· Stage 1 (Concept) - Ask focused prereading discussion questions about critical concepts contained in the text to enhance students’ background knowledge before reading and to set a purpose for reading.  The goals of questioning are to find out what students already know about a topic and to determine what they still need to know.

· Stage 2 (Task) – Ask cueing questions that focus the students’ attention to important sections of the text.  Direct students to formulate satisfactory answers.  When student answers are inaccurate or incomplete, ask questions that enable students to realize they need more information to correct their comprehension.

· Stage 3 (Application) – Repeat initial questions and ask students to summarize all the information discussed throughout the activity.

· Analogies

· Provide students with an Analogical Study Guide to help them understand the concepts they are learning (e.g. analogy of a functioning factory to understand the working of cells in the human body).

6. Summarizing Practices

· Summary Writing

· Although there is no universally accepted definition of a “summary,” summary writing in its various forms appears to be one of the best vehicles for implementing a constructivist, process-oriented approach to teaching reading comprehension.

· Three traditionally accepted cognitive/linguistic requirements for comprehending prose form the basis for summary writing:

· orientation of attention toward the task

· recording the information in the text into one’s own words

· making connections between the new material and one’s prior knowledge

· As students work through these three requirements, they are retelling the text, which serves as a potent instructional technique for enhancing summarizing abilities as well as overall comprehension.

7. Voluntary/Recreational Reading Practices

· Students who engage in voluntary reading significantly outperform students who do not on many different measures of comprehension.

· Establishment of a voluntary reading program within and outside of school fosters self-selection, encourages personal meaning making, increases responsibility for comprehension development, and improves attitudes toward reading.

